An Eventful Year
O ften the year after a presidential election is like the calm after a storm -a time for both parties to throttle down politically, as they reflect on the past and look to the future.
But 2005 was hardly a year for reflection, as volatile events exploded one after another across the political landscape -from the devastation of Hurricane Katrina to the ongoing war in Iraq, from high gasoline prices to ethical questions about the Republican leadership in Washington, from the splintering of the AFL-CIO to a pair of openings on the Supreme Court.
All in all, it was an eventful year, one that clearly slowed the GOP momentum coming out of the 2004 election.
But the Democrats are not without their problems. Party registration totals from around the country this fall show a continued decline in the Democrats' advantage over the Republicans. Social issues, such as gay marriage, remain nettlesome as they continue to appear on state ballots. And the defeat of redistricting reform measures in California and Ohio this November put the brake on any national movement for the creation of more competitive congressional districts that would presumably aid the Democrats in their bid to reclaim the House of Representatives.
Republican Problems Writ Large
Y et clearly, President George W. Bush and his Republican colleagues were the most visible losers in 2005. The president's job approval rating, 55% in the Gallup Poll last Thanksgiving, had dropped to 37% (the lowest level of his presidency) by Thanksgiving this year. It is the first sub-40% score for any second-term president since Richard Nixon, And it marks a drop of roughly one-third in Bush's approval rating over the last year, with signs of fraying even in his Republican base.
Bush's flagging fortunes were felt by Republican candidates at the polls, as the GOP absorbed high-profile losses in gubernatorial races this month in New Jersey and Virginia, while in California, GOP Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger suffered defeat on all four ballot measures that he put forward to refashion state government.
In the elections of 2002 and 2004, Bush was an asset to Republican candidates. But that was not the case this year. During the closing weeks of the campaign in Virginia, GOP gubernatorial candidate Jerry Kilgore first avoided, then embraced the president and lost. In New Jersey, Democratic Sen. Jon Corzine, the party's gubernatorial candidate, repeatedly tied his Republican opponent to Bush and won. The highest profile Republican to win this November was New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who governs Gotham as the liberal Democrat that he once was.
To be sure, many of the results in 2005 were predictable in light of the "red state, blue state" continuum in vogue these days. Democrats won the governorship in "blue state" New Jersey. Republicans won the lieutenant governorship and held the state Legislature in "red state" Virginia. In "blue state" Maine, voters gave a thumbs up to gay rights by rejecting a ballot measure that would have repealed a state anti-discrimination statute. In "red state" Texas, voters gave a thumbs down to gay marriage. 
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Lowest Gallup Approval Rating for Each President Since FDR
In October, George W. Bush's presidential approval rating in the Gallup Poll fell below 40% for the first time during his presidency. In mid-November, it registered 37%, his low point thus far. The good news for Bush is that he has plenty of company. Every president since Lyndon Johnson in the late 1960s has fallen below 40% approval in the Gallup Poll at some point during their presidency. And most of them have subsequently bounced back to post approval ratings of more than 50%. The bad news for Bush, however, is that he may not as yet have reached his nadir. His father bottomed out at 29% during his fourth and final year in office. An asterisk (*) in the chart below indicates a president who took office on the death or resignation of his predecessor. The year in office is measured from when the office of president was assumed.
November 2005 Gubernatorial, NYC Mayoral Results
Democrats held on to the two governorships at stake Nov. 8, winning open seat races in New Jersey and Virginia. But New York City's Republican mayor, Michael Bloomberg, easily won reelection in the nation's largest city, the GOP's fourth-straight mayoral victory in Democratic Gotham. The results below are based on official returns from Virginia; nearly complete but unofficial returns for New Jersey and New York City. The percentages do not always add to 100 due to rounding. 
NEW JERSEY GOVERNOR
New Jersey, Virginia Gubernatorial Results Since 1981
Over the last quarter century, Republicans have won most of the gubernatorial elections in "blue" New Jersey, while Democrats have won a majority of contests for governor in "red" Virginia. An asterisk (*) indicates an incumbent. Virginia has a one-term-andout law, which creates an open seat race for governor every four years. Republican winners are listed in BOLD. The results below are based on official results for all elections except this year's, which are based on official results for all elections except this year's New Jersey gubernatorial contest, for which the returns are nearly complete but unofficial. 
Election
'05 Gubernatorial Turnout Rates on Low Side
New Jersey Turnout % Virginia Turnout % As measured against the voter turnout for president the previous year, the gubernatorial turnouts in New Jersey and Virginia Nov. 8 were quite low -in both states barely 60% of the number of ballots cast in 2004. In each state, the 2005 gubernatorial turnout rate by this measurement was the lowest (or tied for the lowest) in the last quarter century.
The power of the illegal immigration issue was evident in the October special congressional election in Southern California, where Jim Gilchrist, a leader in organizing volunteer patrols along the Mexican border, finished third with 15% of the vote. What made his vote particularly noteworthy is that he ran not as a Democrat or Republican, but on the ballot line of the American Independent Party, a nearly dormant remnant of George Wallace's 1968 third-party presidential campaign. His vote denied the Republican front-runner an outright majority, forcing a Dec. 6 runoff in which Gilchrest will again be on the ballot.
It is an open question whether the illegal immigration issue has the power to affect races in all parts of the country. In Virginia, Republican Kilgore sought to make his opposition to the use of public funds for the creation of a center for day laborers in Fairfax County a major issue in his gubernatorial campaign. Kaine responded with a direct appeal for the region's growing Hispanic vote by airing ads in Spanish.
Yet the issue of illegal immigration has shown particular power in the Southwest, where it has roiled Republican politics for the past year. In the summer of 2004, several GOP House members in Arizona and Utah drew primary opposition from challengers who based their campaigns on the charge that the incumbents were soft on illegal immigration. All of the incumbents prevailed, although in some cases they lost upwards of 40% of the Republican primary vote. 
A Sampling of November 2005 Ballot Measures
Only a handful of states voted on ballot measures this November, but those that did decided issues from congressional redistricting and state spending policy to social issues such as abortion and gay rights. The results below are based on nearly complete but unofficial results. The winning percentage is highlighted in BOLD.
Yes No ABORTION
Calif. -require parental notification for minors seeking an abortion 47% 53%
GAY RIGHTS
Maine -repeal state law banning discrimination based on sexual orientation 45% 55%
Texas -ban gay marriage 76% 24%
REDISTRICTING
Calif. -turn over congressional and legislative redistricting from state legislature to panel of three retired judges 40% 60%
Ohio -turn over congressional and legislative redistricting from state legislature to an independent five-member commission 30% 70%
TAX AND SPEND
Calif. -limit state spending to the average state revenue over the previous three years and increase governor's authority to curb spending 38% 62%
Colo. -suspend for five years the Taxpayers' Bill of Rights (TABOR) that requires the state to refund to taxpayers revenue obtained in excess of the state spending cap.
52% 48%
Wash. -repeal 9.5-cent gas tax increase passed this year by the legislature 45% 55%
UNION RIGHTS
Calif. -prohibit state employee unions from using union dues to make political contributions without members' approval 47% 53%
Calif. -extend to five years from two the amount of time necessary for teachers to gain tenure and make it easier to dismiss tenured teachers 45% 55%
sure also passed narrowly in the politically marginal suburbs of Arapahoe and Jefferson counties outside Denver.
California Rebuff
M eanwhile, a week later in California, voters rejected another ballot measure designed to curb government spending. Proposed by Gov. Schwarzenegger, it would have tied state spending to revenue intake while allowing the governor to make spending cuts when revenue fell below the total that was forecast. It was one of four ballot measures sponsored by Schwarzenegger that voters defeated this month and the one that lost by the widest margin, almost 25 percentage points.
His bid to require state public employee unions to gain the written permission of their members to spend dues for political purposes lost by more than 5 points. His proposal to require public school teachers to work five years before gaining tenure lost by 10 points. And his plan to turn over congressional and legislative redistricting from the state legislature to a panel of retired judges lost by almost 20 points. Two years after sending Schwarzenegger to Sacramento, California voters offered its governor an across the board rebuff -voting no, no, no, no on his propositions to reorder the state in a manner more to his liking. Democrats are not free of their own concerns.
At the top of the list is the party's declining advantage in voter registration. One of the lasting legacies of the Democrats' dominance during the New Deal era has been a decided edge over the Republicans in registered voters. But that advantage has been steadily declining over the last few decades and the downward trend continued in 2005.
In 1987, near the close of Ronald Reagan's presidency, there were 11.5 million more registered Democrats than Republicans in the 27 states that traditionally register voters by party. In late 2000, near the end of the presidency of Bill Clinton, the Democratic advantage was less than 9.5 million. At the time of the 2004 presidential election, the Democrats' edge was barely 9.1 million. By this November, it had declined further, to less than 8.7 million.
Much of the party's recent falloff has been in the South. Since the 2004 presidential election, the Democratic advantage over the Republicans in the five Southern states with party registration has dropped by more than 200,000. But it is not just a Dixie problem for the Democrats. Their registration advantage over the Republicans is down more than 100,000 from last fall in California, off more than 30,000 in Pennsylvania, and down by more than 20,000 in West Virginia.
And in 2005, Democrats continued to be bedeviled by the issue of gay marriage. Wherever it has appeared on the ballot, a ban on same-sex marriage has been approved overwhelmingly, albeit by wider margins in "Red America" than "Blue America." It may not technically be a wedge issue, but it has tended to have a tonal effect on other races with which it has shared the ballot. Last November, a gay marriage ban was put before the voters in 11 states, including Ohio, and arguably played a role in creating a favorable atmosphere for Bush to carry the pivotal Buckeye state. The ban carried in all but one of Ohio's 88 counties (Athens, home of Ohio University).
This year, the ban on same-sex marriage was on the ballot in Kansas and Texas, prevailing in each state with more than two-thirds of the vote. In Texas, as in Ohio, only one county voted against the ban (Travis, which contains Texas' most liberal city, Austin). Elsewhere across the Lone Star state, support for the gay marriage ban was overwhelming. It passed by a margin of 4-to-1 in the county (McLennan) that includes the president's Crawford ranch, by a margin of 5-to-1 in the home base (Fort Bend County) of beleaguered Republican Rep. Tom DeLay, and by a margin of 9-to-1 in the county (Midland) where President Bush was raised.
Nor was there much support for gay marriage in Texas' Hispanic strongholds. In Starr County, the most Hispanic county in the country (98%) according to the 2000 Census, the ban passed by a margin of greater than 4-to-1.
Meanwhile, the ballot measures this fall that would have been most potentially helpful to the Democrats in their bid to gain control of the House were decisively defeated in California and Ohio. Each would have turned over congressional redistricting to an independent panel, presumably increasing the prospects for electoral competition in House races. In 2004, no House incumbents were beaten in either state, and in Ohio there were also no House winners with less than 55% of the vote. In California, there were just two.
Yet other than Schwarzenegger's efforts, redistricting reform drew no major support within the political establishment in either state and lost badly in each. In California, only 40% of voters supported the redistricting measure, and it passed in only five of the state's 58 counties. The measure fared even worse in Ohio, drawing only 30% support and failing in every county in the state.
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Fall 2005 Party Registration Totals: Democratic Advantage Declines in Last Year
In the year since the 2004 presidential election, the Democrats' lead over the Republicans in the nationwide total of registered voters has declined by nearly 500,000 -from an edge of slightly more than 9.1-million registered voters last November to an advantage of less than 8.7 million this month. This finding is based on a review of voter registration data obtained from election authorities in the 27 states that traditionally register voters by party. States that backed a gay marriage ban with 70% or more of the vote.
States that passed a gay marriage ban with less than 70%
The Gay Marriage Ban: The Beachheads of Opposition Nearly 1,500 counties across the country have voted thus far on various ballot measures outlawing same-sex marriage. Of these, only 10 counties have voted against a gay marriage ban in their state. Most of the counties in this small group are politically liberal and academically oriented. By and large, Democratic blue-collar strongholds and urban centers have voted for the ban. Conspicuous exceptions among the cities have been St. Louis, Mo., as well as the counties that include Portland, Ore., and Austin, Texas. This month's results from Travis County, Texas, are based on nearly complete but unofficial results. Other returns listed below are official. Schwarzenegger's four ballot measures were beaten in California but so were four others, as voters basically opted for no change.
Leading
Yet in Pennsylvania, voters were so incensed by a surreptitious pay raise for state officials approved this summer (and later rescinded) by the state Legislature that they voted out one of the two state Supreme Court justices who were running for a new 10-year term. Over the years, incumbent justices in Pennsylvania have been routinely retained without fanfare. But with no state legislators on the ballot in 2005, the two justices up for retention this year became the target of voter unrest and pilloried as "enablers" of an archaic state government rife with cronyism. The Republican justice, backed by former GOP Gov. Tom Ridge, narrowly won her retention vote with 54%. The Democratic justice received 49% and lost.
Yet while there is no definitive answer as yet to the question of whether 2006 will be a strong anti-incumbent year that could fuel a Democratic comeback on Capitol Hill, the 2005 results did underscore an old political verity -money is the mother's milk of politics. Corzine reportedly spent more than $40 million from his personal fortune this year to win the New Jersey governorship. Bloomberg reportedly spent more than $70 million of his own money to win another term as mayor of New York City. And in California, all sides on the various ballot measures reportedly spent in the vicinity of a quarter billion dollars, with Schwarzenegger putting up $7 million of his own money in support of his propositions.
Money certainly talked in 2005, and there is no indication that it will be any quieter in 2006. 
